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Exemplarity and the Interpretive Frame
in Marguerite de Navarre's Heptameron
by

V. Stanley Benfell
New York University

MARGUERITE DE NAVARRE's Heptam_eron is one of the many works that
have fallen prey to the contemporary fascination with indeterminacy and
the poetics of failure. Increasingly, critics are writing of the "ambiguity" of
the novella collection and the lack of narrative resolve that seems to characterize both the novellas and the discussions by the "devisants" that surround the novellas.' My purpose in this essay is to contest this view. I intend
to show that from a historical perspective, when the Heptameron is seen in
the light of the pervasive rhetorical concerns of late Renaissance writers,
the prevailing critical view is misleading. Indeed, I will argue that the rhetorical "example" was a key factor in the composition of the novellas that
make up the Heptameron. Marguerite de Navarre was not only aware of the
kinship between her own short prose narratives and the example, she conceived of her narratives in rhetorical terms - as examples. This is not to say
that all of Marguerite's novellas are ideologically univocal. Rather, she is
aware of the indeterminacy inherent in the novella since Boccaccio, but she
exploits that inherent indeterminacy for rhetorical ends. She uses her diverse, often conflicting novellas as examples of the fallen state of humanity.
Her persuasion is aimed at teaching a Christian pessimism, which, although
it recognizes the fallibility of human virtue and knowledge, is nonetheless
direct in its attempt to persuade the reader to adopt a certain ethical stance.
In order to provide the background necessary for uncovering the rhetorical
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concerns in Marguerite de Navarre's Heptameron, before undertaking my
analysis I will first briefly review the nature of the rhetorical example and
how rhetorical narratives function.
One of the greatest differences between modern readers and Renaissance writers is their respective attitudes toward rhetoric. AI; C. S. Lewis,
Brian Vickers, and others have argued, poetry was akin to rhetoric in the
Renaissance; rhetoric and poetry were thought to share similar ends. Victoria
Kahn has noted that Renaissance humanists argued "again and again that it
2
is better to do the good than to know the truth." This concern for teaching moral truth was not limited to the writings of the humanist thinkers
3
but extended into poetry. Poetry became valued because of its ability to
persuade even as it pleased, as the pleasing qualities of poetry allowed the
poet to entice the reader into receiving instruction. Poets and humanists
believed that they found support for their view of poetry in ancient authors;
Renaissance theorists and critics saw in the writings of both Horace and
Aristotle an authoritative injunction to make their art morally useful. Thus,
in poetry persuasion became a central, if not the central, concern. Indeed,
as Marvin Herrick has noted, "The Renaissance theories of poetry were
partly the result of a transfer from rhetorical theory, largely Ciceronian, to
poetic theory." 4 This appropriation of the ends and methods of rhetoric is
one of the most distinctive features of Renaissance poetry. Nevertheless,
the idea of a "rhetorical poetry" strikes most of us, members of the twentiethcentury West, as absurd; the goals of poetry and rhetoric seem completely
at odds. 5 How can poetry hope to serve the same ends as rhetoric? The
answer lies in the rhetorical construct that claims persuasion through narration: the example.
The example has been a prominent rhetorical form since ancient times,
and, as Ernst Robert Curtius remarks, there are really two forms of examples:
"Exemplum (paradeigma) is a technical term of antique rhetoric from
Aristotle onwards and means 'an interpolated anecdote serving as an example.' A different form of rhetorical exemplum, one which was of great
importance for after times, was added later (ca. 100 B.c.): the 'exemplary
figure."' 6 Aristotle refers to the first type of example in the Rhetoric as a
"rhetorical induction" (1356b). In this form, the example is a proof of the
rightness of a point of view. When, for instance, a politician argues for a
certain course of action, he "proves" that his way of proceeding is right by
citing examples from history that support his point of view. The example is
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justified as proof because of the repetitive nature of history: the past is the
best guide we have to the future. The example from the past is therefore
not a particular and isolated incident; it has a general significance that
applies to all like situations. Karlheinz Stierle's remarks about Aristotle's
example and his conception of history are useful:
Les evenements historiques, de par leur nature meme, ne sont
pas uniques; ils se repetent. On pourrait dire, aussi, inversement: est historique au sens aristotelicien du terme non pas ce
qui est unique, mais ce qui se repete. C'est ainsi que l'exemple
nomme un ensemble forme par la situation, et l'issue de la situation qui, par son retour constant, possede une signification
generale. 7
An orator will thus make use of an example as an inductive proof of his
proposition. 8
The second type of example mentioned by Curtius, the "exemplary
figure," is perhaps more important for the moral purposes of the poet. In
this case, the example is less likely to be a historical situation than a person.
A historical or fictional figure is held up as an example of some quality; the
reader or listener, on learning the example, finds the exemplary figure as a
model worthy of imitation. The example becomes a kind of magister vitae
that inspires the reader or listener to follow it. This type of example can be
illustrated by the parable of the Good Samaritan in the Gospel of Luke
(10:25-37). Jesus, when confronted by a lawyer who desires to know what
constitutes being a "neighbor" to another, does not answer by enunciating
a number of precepts as a guide for proper behavior but by giving the lawyer
a model of behavior. After relating the parable, Jesus admonishes, "Go, and
do thou likewise." The good Samaritan should be the lawyer's magister
vitae.
These two types of examples show how narrative can persuade in two
different but often complementary ways. The example immediately becomes
a much more problematic construct, however, when we seek to understand
how it functions, how it can guarantee that the audience will respond correctly. Exemplary narrative assumes the presence of a speaker or writer trying
to influence a reader or listener (or, as Susan Suleiman would say, a
destinateur trying to influence a destinataire) either to adopt certain patterns of behavior, in the case of the exemplary figure, or to accept a certain
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point of view, in the case of the deductive proof. Given that the example
depends upon the problematic relation between a writer and a reader, or a
speaker and a listener, a question arises: How does the writer/speaker ensure that his or her message will be able to persuade the reader/listener in
the desired fashion? In other words, how can the destinateur make sure that
the destinataire will interpret the story correctly? In Suleiman's article "Le
recic exemplaire," she discusses chis question with regard to the parable, the
fable, and the roman a these. 9 Although her analysis is not intended co illustrate exemplary narrative as found in the novella, her remarks apply to
the nature of didactic narrative in general and can thus be helpful in discussing how exemplary narrative functions.
Suleiman uses the speech-act theory ofJ. R. Searle to understand the
relationship between the destinateur and the destinataire. The didactic nature of narrative, she maintains, is established by an act similar to the
illocucionary act of speech-act theory, which is defined by the object or
goal of the speaker. Verbs such as to promise, to ask, to affirm, to thank,
and to order are examples of illocutionary acts. The response of the reader
is similar to a perlocucionary act, which is defined by the effect chat
illocucionary acts have on the listener. To persuade, to convince, and to
.frighten are all perlocutionary acts. She maintains chat the roman a these is
based on an illocucionary verb: to demonstrate. Of course, the success of the
illocutionary act depends on the perlocucionary effect it is expected co
produce: persuasion.
In order to understand how a narrative can demonstrate, and thus persuade, Suleiman analyzes several evangelical parables. In these parables she
finds chat the proper interpretation, chat willed by Jesus, is guaranteed by
the fact that the narrative also provides, either implicitly or explicitly, the
"correct" interpretation of the story and an injunction to the listener co
follow the example and thus to amend his or her life. This is evident in the
example of the good Samaritan mentioned above. The lawyer had already
established a certain interpretive frame for the story that followed his question
"And who is my neighbor?" The story chat follows should thus be interpreted
in light of chis question. Jesus then gives the parable, and although he does
not give an interpretation of the parable himself, he verifies the correctness
of the lawyer's interpretation by asking him, "Which now of these three,
chinkest thou, was neighbor unto him chat fell among the thieves?" When
the lawyer gives the correct answer, "He that shewed mercy on him," Jesus
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follows with an injunction that directs the lawyer to amend his behavior
according to the example of the Samaritan ("Go, and do thou likewise").
Jesus' own authoritative status is emphasized throughout the narrative,
since the whole of the Gospel narrative presents him as the exemplary figure
par excellence. Didactic narrative, therefore, carries its "correct" interpretation within it either by providing an explicit interpretation or injunction
or by providing these implicitly in the interpretive frame that is constructed
around the example and that is itself a part of the narrative. It is this latter
method that characterizes the rhetorical strategy of the Heptameron.
Marguerite builds her stories within a context, a narrative frame that
encourages us to read and interpret the stories of her collection in a certain
way.
Indeed, one of the most distinctive features of Renaissance novella
collections is the frame, "a narrative situation that plausibly motivates the
relation of and lends structural unity to a series of otherwise diverse and
unrelated stories." Indeed, as Robert Clements and Joseph Gibaldi illustrate,
"there is little even in earlier Western literature to prepare one for the
widespread creative employment of the framing device by novellists from
Boccaccio to Basile." 10 Earlier attempts at frame-narratives do not compare
with Boccaccio's achievement in the Decameron, in which he raised the
frame-narrative to a new level and set the standard practice for all the novelists
that would follow him.
It is certain that Marguerite de Navarre knew Boccaccio's Decameron
well. She evidently commissioned the Philipe Mas;on translation of the
Decameron that was completed in 1545, at least so it appears from Mas;on's
dedicatory letter, which is addressed to Marguerite. In the prologue to her
own work, in fact, she mentions Boccaccio twice and suggests that she is
attempting to create a French Decameron. She evidently considered the
Italian work a model for her own project and copied the basic technique of
providing a prologue that frames the stories of the various "devisants,"
describing daily rituals that accompany the storytelling, and having her
"devisants" each tell one story a day for a total of ten stories a day, with the
ultimate goal of one hundred stories in mind. That Marguerite thought of
her work in relation to Boccaccio's necessitates an examination of Boccaccio's
frame-story in greater detail. By understanding how Marguerite may have
read the Decameron, we can gain a greater understanding of what she hoped
to accomplish by re-creating it.
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"Umana cosa e l'aver compassione agli affiitti." (Human it is to have
compassion on the affiicted). 11 So begins Boccaccio's Decameron. The first
two words are ofinterest as regards the thematic unity of the work. It seems
that from the start of the text Boccaccio's intentions are clear: he is not
concerned with man's salvation or Christian ethics; he is concerned with
human reality, "umana cosa." Above all, at least in the "proemio," his concern
is with human love. Thus, we come to learn that the word "affiitti" of the
opening line refers to those afflicted with the pains of love. Those lovers
who suffer most are idle ladies, who, because their society denies them the
freedom accorded to men, are much more prone to feel love's sting.
Boccaccio ends the "proemio" by informing the reader what the subject
matter of the tales will be ("piacevoli e aspri casi d'amore e altri fortunosi
avvenimenti" [pleasing and bitter examples oflove and other adventures])
and gives some indications of the meanings that may be derived from the
novellas: they offer "utile consiglio" (useful council) to the love-inflicted
readers. The "proemio" indicates that the tales that follow do purport to
teach their readers, but only in matters of love. There is no indication that
Boccaccio is concerned with what were traditionally considered to be ethical
matters - such as the role of the citizen in the state, the maintenance of
one's virtue, the danger of pride, and so forth. Boccaccio's "novelle, o favole
o parabole o istorie" may be exemp/,a in that they provide practical, "utile,"
instruction for lovers, but they are removed from the much more religious
and overtly ethical exempla of the preachers and religious writers of
Boccaccio's time.
The thematic concern of the prologue to the first day, which describes
the horrors of the plague in midfourteenth-century Florence, is not love,
but Fortuna. Boccaccio's memorable description concentrates on the inscrutable nature of the pestilence that strikes individuals without regard to
rank, profession, or wealth. The immense devastation leads to a breaking
down of society's conventions and boundaries. The plague obliterates the
authority oflaws and the weight of religious commandments. Deity enters
the picture in this prologue, but the portrait of God given here is hardly
sympathetic: "Che piu si puo dire [... ] se non che tanta e tal fu la crudelta
del Cielo, e forse in parte quella degli uomini [... ] oltre a cento milia
creature umane si crede per certo dentro alle mura della citta di Firenze
essere stati di vita tolti?" (36; What more can one say . .. except that so great
was the cruelty of Heaven, and perhaps in some measure the cruelty of men
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... more than 100,000 human creatures are believed to have lost their lives
inside the walls of Florence?). The god of this prologue is inscrutable and
cruel, virtually indistinguishable from the blind Fortuna. The destruction
of the plague is lamented because it has indiscriminately destroyed what
Boccaccio sees to be the best of Florentine society. In the work of another
writer, the description of the plague would perhaps serve a didactic, religious
purpose - to persuade readers of the transitory nature of earthly existence
and to convince them to put their trust, therefore, in God. For Boccaccio,
however, the horrors of the plague lie in the destruction of the elegant,
aristocratic society, which his "brigata" represents. The events of the plague
cannot be used to teach others or to view God's hand in history; the plague
simply destroys. Boccaccio has no conception of a divine, just vengeance,
nor any sorrow for those who may lose their souls through the riotous
living that the plague induces. The elegant men and women flee not society but that which is destroying society itself - the plague. By leaving the
pestilence, they seek a refuge where they can create their own society that
will, in some way, replace the aristocratic society the plague is killing.
The novellas of the Decameron are narrated within this frame. The
aristocratic members of the "brigata" require psychological recreation in
order to cope with the horror they have just fled. The stories they tell provide
a pleasant and useful diversion from the trauma of having lived in Florence
at the time of the plague; they tell stories solely to refresh and entertain
themselves. In the brief introduction to each story, the narrator summarizes
how the ladies and men were moved to laughter or tears by the story, but
there is barely a hint that any one of the "brigata" seeks to derive some
ethical or religious lesson from the stories. Even the first story of the first
day, which recounts the life and death of the blasphemous Ser Cepperello,
remains without an ethical stance. As Erich Auerbach remarks, the ending
of the story seems to demand some kind of stance toward the protagonist
and his action of defrauding the confession, "but here it is merely auxiliary
to working out two farcically comic scenes: the grotesque confession and
the solemn interment of the supposed saint. The problem is hardly posed." 12
Indeed, Panfilo, the narrator of the story, seems to betray an admiration for
Ser Cepperello' s intelligence and ability to manipulate the sanctimonious
friar in such an amusing way. After he has finished his narration, Panfilo
attempts to give it a moral interpretation, which seems belated; the interpretation does not mention the main ethical interest of the story -
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Ser Cepperello's blasphemous confession. Since the "brigata" makes virtually
no attempt to interpret the stories in an ethical manner, it seems clear that
the stories serve no rhetorical function; they are not meant to persuade,
only to please.
Boccaccio's frame is not interpretive, but seems to be, as Clements and
Gibaldi assert, a justification for the fictional enterprise. 13 He gives neither
guidance nor injunctions on how the reader is to interpret the stories or
what moral lessons the reader can and should derive from them. In the
"conclusione dell'autore" Boccaccio indeed throws the entire responsibility
of interpretation back on the reader and disavows any responsibility for the
use that may be made of his novellas: "Le quali [novelle], chenti che elle si
sieno, e nuocere e giovar possono, sf come possono tutte I' altre cose, avendo
riguardo allo ascoltatore" (674; The novellas, as they are, can, like all other
things, do harm or benefit depending on the listener). Clearly, Boccaccio's
tales represent a move away from the medieval exemplum and its univocal
meaning. Stierle makes a compelling argument that Boccaccio transforms
the example, which is written to provoke active imitation, into the "case,"
which is written to present moral problems to the judgment. 14 The case, like
the example, poses a moral question but without giving a response. The
reader is thus given the task of deciding on the correct moral response. The
utility of the case lies not in the response itself but in the process of examination and consideration that goes into the determination of the response. The case is generally placed in a frame that helps to pose the moral
problem but does so without limiting the reader to one interpretation.
Stierle is correct in asserting the undecidability of the ethics of any
given story in the Decameron. Nevertheless, it is plausible to assert that
over the course of the whole work an ethic does emerge. Reading through
the one hundred stories, one cannot help noticing the prominence of
certain themes, such as the desirability of physical love, fartuna, and the use
of intelligence and craftiness to obtain a desired end. In brief, many elements of the Decameron, in addition to the prominent themes that run
through the entire collection, seem to indicate that the novellas are unified
through some central thematic, if not overtly ethical, assumptions and
concerns.
I have already indicated how the prologue to the first day introduces
what can be seen only as a secular view of history - the inscrutable, cruel
God (or Fortuna); the lamentation over the loss not of men's souls but of
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the best of Florentine society; and the escape not to a religious haven but to
a country paradise where a smaller, clearly secular society can be established.
Boccaccio's prologue to the fourth day is similar to the earlier prologue in
that it introduces an ethic of nature and love, not of Christianity. This
prologue is particularly interesting because in it Boccaccio relates another
novella and places it within an interpretive frame. Boccaccio begins the
prologue, which, like the "proemio," is addressed to ladies, with a summary of his critics' complaints. He wishes to respond to his critics but
decides to recount part of a novella before responding. The story of Filippo
Balducci, who is so grieved at the loss of his wife that he retires to live a
hermit's life and serve God with his son, is clearly designed to provide,
through narration, an answer to those critics that accuse him of frivolity
and of a lack of propriety. When Filippo's son rejects his strict Christian
upbringing at the sight of elegantly dressed women, the reader cannot help
concluding that, for Boccaccio as well as for Filippo's son, Christian ethics
fold before the reality of natural love. Boccaccio responds to his critics by
simply stating that he is following nature; they, who claim to be wise, should
not be surprised by his actions. This prologue, and the partial novella it
contains, is a defense of the secular, "natural" novellas he relates.
In addition to these two prologues, the rest of the frame-narrative further
reinforces the secular themes that appear so often in the stories themselves.
Certain ritualistic procedures precede and follow each day's storytelling.
These include elegant society games, dancing, and the composition and
performance of songs that describe the pains and joys oflove - rituals of an
elegant, secular, aristocratic society. Furthermore, the pleasure gardens in
which the storytelling takes place are similar to the gardens in the medieval
tradition of courtly love. 15 Al though the ethics of an individual story is
undecidable, left open to the individual reader's judgment, I agree with
Auerbach who asserts that the
really important characteristic of the attitude reflected in the
Decameron, the thing which is diametrically opposed to medieval-Christian ethics, is the doctrine of love and nature which,
although it is usually presented in a light tone, is nevertheless
quite certain of itself. . . . The Decameron develops a distinct,
thoroughly practical and secular ethical code rooted in the right
to love, an ethics which in its very essence is anti-Christian. 16
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This ethic is suggested both by the similar themes that run through the
majority of the novellas and the frame that surrounds and informs them.
Since Marguerite was, as her devout poetry reveals, a highly Christian
reader, 17 her reflections on the moral problems raised by her reading of
Boccaccio must have led her to envisage the possibilities for ethical, religious discourse offered by a work such as the Decameron. Although many
sixteenth-century writers, such as Emilio Ferretti, submitted Boccaccio's
Decameron to moral readings and thought of the work as a moral treatise,
the obvious differences between Marguerite's and Boccaccio's creations
suggest that while Marguerite evidently admired the skill of the Decameron,
she was clearly dissatisfied with its assumptions and so sought to re-create it
in accordance with her own vision. 18 One of the principal shortcomings of
Boccaccio's work, as Marguerite evidently saw it, was its literary, fictional
orientation. The obvious skill that the Decameron evidenced tended to reinforce the view that its stories were all pleasant fictions, meant solely to
please, and without ethical value. In the prologue to the Heptameron,
Marguerite, through the voice of Parlamente, discusses the project of
remaking the Decameron. She has Parlamente mention the general enthusiasm of Marguerite herself, of her brother the king, and of the court over
Boccaccio's stories, and their determination to create a work equal to his,
sinon en une chose differente de Bocace: c' est den' escripre nulle
nouvelle qui ne soit veritable histoire. Et prosmirent les dicl:es
dames et monseigneur le Daulphin avecq d' en faire chascun dix
et d 'assembler jusques a dix personnes qu'ilz pensoient plus
dignes de racompter quelque chose, sauf ceulz qui avoient estudie
et estoient gens de lettres; car monseigneur le Daulphin ne
voulloit que leur arty fut mesle, et aussy de paour que la beaute
de la rethoricque feit tort en quelque partye a la verite de
l'histoire. 19
Marguerite's objection to Boccaccio's rhetorical sophistication stems from
her desire to preserve the "verite de l'histoire." Marguerite's use of the term
"rethoricque" must be understood in a peculiar sense, perhaps in reference
to the "Grands Rhetoriqueurs" and their characteristically ornate and highly
literary style. Marguerite objects to Boccaccio's style and "la beaulte de la
rhetoricque" because it calls attention to itself as style. As Auerbach has
shown, "[Boccaccio's] prose .. . reflects the schooling it received from
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antique models and the precepts of medieval rhetoric, and it displays all its
arts." 20 Marguerite objects to the ostentation of Boccaccio's style because it
takes attention away from the story itself and tends to limit its verisimilitude.
In discussing the roman athese, Suleiman states the difficulty of affirming
or demonstrating anything with narrative: "On bute alors sur la question
suivante: comment une histoire - et de plus une histoire 'inventee,' done
inverifiable - peut-elle demontrer quelque chose?" (Thus, one comes across
the following question: how can a story-what is more a "fabricated" story,
and thus unverifiable - demonstrate anything?) 21 By insisting on the historical truth of her stories, Marguerite avoids at least part of the problem.
When Parlamente seeks to demonstrate the existence of female virtue in
the tenth story, her argument rests on the fact that her example, which
"proves" her point, is historically true. If Floride was not a real person, if
her story was a fiction, it proves only that the existence of a virtuous woman
is imaginatively possible, not that any such woman exists in reality. Thus,
although Marguerite objects to Boccaccio's "rhetoric," her insistence on
the historical truth of her own stories is a rhetorical move. Her stories become more persuasive when they are perceived as actual, historical events.
Furthermore, verisimilitude must be maintained in narration even when
the story is true; "rhetoric" and "art" are not to be used in its telling. These
artifices call attention to the narrator's careful manipulation of the story
and tend to undercut the impression the story is a transparent telling of a
true event.
The rhetorical nature of Marguerite's assertion that all her stories are
true and her complaint that Boccaccio's are too literary illustrates her
closer proximity to the concerns of classical rhetoric. Clements and Gibaldi
have argued that the novella emerges from both "a literary tradition in the
Aristotelian-Horatian mold, and an oral tradition, springing ultimately from
classical rhetoric but more immediately from Renaissance courtesy literature."22 In Boccaccio, the relation between the novella and the tradition of
classical rhetoric is distant indeed - his narratives do not, in any obvious
way, serve persuasion. Furthermore, their elegant, intricate syntax betrays
distinct literary qualities as opposed to oral, rhetorical ones. In the
Heptameron, however, the relationship with classical rhetoric is more explicit.
The "devisants" often refer to their stories by the technical term for the
persuasive narratives of classical rhetoric: "exemples." Indeed, the stories,
we are told in the frame-narrative, are often given in order to persuade the
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other "devisants." In many ways, the storytelling is a rhetorical debate, where
stories are told in order to provide answers to ethical problems posed in the
debates. Furthermore, these "exemples" are presented both as rhetorical
inductions and as exemplary figures.
In the dispute concerning the relative virtue of men and women, for
instance, each side argues its point by giving examples that illustrate either
the depravity or the virtue of women. Thus Simontault, just before relating
the forty-fifth story, challenges others to disprove his argument: "Ceulx qui
disent, mes dames, que vostre malice passe celle des hommes, auroient bien
a faire de mecl:re ung tel exemple en avant, que celluy que maintenant je
vous voys racompter" (304; "Those who claim, my ladies, that your malice
surpasses that of men, would have quite a task to produce an example such
as the one that I will now relate to you"). The example demonstrates
Simontault's thesis that men are in reality more malicious than women.
The way to disprove his thesis is not through a process of reasoning but by
giving an example that relates the story of a woman who has even more
malice than the man in the forty-fifth story.
The "devisants" also relate stories containing exemplary figures, and
following their stories they urge the other "devisants," and hence the reader
as well, to consider the exemplary figure of their story as one worthy of
imitation. Ennasuite relates the story of a princess who succesfully resists
the seduction and the rape attempt of a man in her company, and ends her
story by telling the women of her group that if they are ever in a similar
situation they would do well to imitate the example of the princess: "Voyla,
mes dames, qui devroit donner grande craincl:e a ceulx qui presument ce
qu'il ne luer appartient et doibt bien augmenter le cueur aux dames,
voyans la vertu de cest jeune princesse et le ban sens de sa dame d'honneur.
Si a quelqu'une de vous advenoit pareil cas, le remede yest ja donne"
(34, emphasis mine; "Here, my ladies, is something that should strike great
fear into the hearts of men who presume to take that which does not belong
to them and must strongly fortify ladies' hearts, seeing the virtue of this
young princess and the good sense of her lady-in-waiting. If any of you find
yourself in a similar situation - the remedy has already been provided"). In ,
fact, the story has two exemplary figures, the "positive" example of the
princess, whose virtuous actions should be imitated, and the "negative"
example of the would-be lover, whose failure serves as a warning to evilminded men.
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The Heptameron's closer proximity to the tradition of classical rhetoric
is only one of several elements that clearly distinguish Marguerite's text
from the Decameron. The differences between the two texts are obvious,
even without the mention of the Decameron and the French court's plans
to remake it. What the discussion of Boccaccio in the prologue shows is
that Marguerite wrote her collection of novellas with Boccaccio in mind.
By referring to her strongest precursor, Marguerite establishes an intertextual
relationship between the two that tells the reader to read and interpret
Marguerite's text in relation to Boccaccio's. The similarities of the overall
structures help to reveal the real differences between the two. In other words,
Marguerite creates similarity in order to establish difference. Marguerite's
frame-narrative that opens the Heptameron, in its similarity to and difference
from that of Boccaccio, is an exemplary case.
Whereas Boccaccio opens his work with a literary prologue addressing
his work to ladies in love and apologizing for the description of the plague
that will follow, Marguerite begins by situating her story concretely within
a specific place and a specific time: "Le premier jour de septembre, que les
baings des montz Pirenees commencent entrer en leur vertu, se trouverent
aceux de Cauderes plusiers personnes tant de F ranee que d'Espaigne" (1; On
the first day of September, when the springs of the Pyrenees mountains begin
to have their potency, several persons from both France and Spain were
found at the baths of Cauterets). From the start, Marguerite attempts to
create the illusion that her work is a historically true account of events. As
she continues, one notices a general similarity between the prologues of the
Heptameron and the Decameron; both are concerned with catastrophe and
death, and both portray men and women who somehow escape the catastrophe and who, because they are in some sense removed from the obligations
of society, are free to tell each other stories. 23 Nevertheless, the similarities
are only on the surface; the two prologues differ markedly both in what they
depict and, more importantly, in the attitude of their narrators to what
they depict. Marguerite, like Boccaccio, depicts a natural catastrophe. But
unlike the senseless and random character of Boccaccio's plague, the floods
of the Heptameron are infused with moral significance. In reflecting on the
events he records, Boccaccio's narrator can see only an inscrutable, perhaps
cruel God. Throughout the account of the flood, the narrator of the
Heptameron frame-story finds reasons to assert the mercy and power of
God. The initial description of the flood, "Mais sur le temps de ce retour
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vindrent les pluyes si merveilleuses et si grandes, qu'il sembloit que Dieu
eut oblye la promesse qu'il avoit faill:e aNoe de ne destruire plus le monde
par eaue" (1; But at the time of their return there came rains so great and
extraordinary it seemed that God had forgotten the promise he had made
to Noah never again to destroy the earth with water), contains within it an
affirmation of both the power and the mercy of God. By recalling the
promise to Noah, the narrator indicates that although the floods are severe,
they are under the control of God, who has already promised that he will
control them. The various "devisants," who will eventually find their way
to Nostre-Dame de Serrance, make their way to the monastery through
tortuous and difficult paths. The symbolic significance of the tortuous
journey to the monastery would not have been lost on the Renaissance
reader. At least one critic has found that the journey parallels a peregrinatio,
a stock element in medieval literature with definite moral significance. 24 The
journey, although it involves hardship and difficulty, reveals God's mercy,
as all of the "devisants," except for Oisille, arrive at the monastery only
after having received providential aid. 2 5
Furthermore, whereas Boccaccio's narrator describes the devastating
social effects of a plague that obliterates the social order and renders
ineffectual the divine laws, Marguerite describes a flood through which the
power of God is seen to preserve the social order and reward those that
trust in the power of the divine. Symontault, for instance, tries through
force to make his way through the floods back to civilization. He loses all of
his servants and their horses in the flood but is preserved himself, although
the flood leaves him in such a condition that he "ne se povoit soustenir"
(could not hold himself up). However, we are immediately told, "lui advint
si bien" (it so happened), that a shepherd finds him and leads him to his
own poor house, where he nurtures Symontault back to health. That
night, we are told, "Dieu y amena ce bon religieux" (God led a good monk
there), who informs him of the way to Nostre-Dame de Serrance. This
"bon religieux" also meets the rest of the company and tells them
Symontault' s story and that of Oisille, who likewise lost many of her servants
during her journey to the monastery. The rest of the "devisants" see all of
these events as proof of the care of a benevolent God whose actions maintain the social order within the catastrophe: "~ant toute la compaignye
oyt parler de la bonne dame Oisille et du gentil chevalier Symontault, eurent
une joye inestimable, louans le Createur qui, en se contentant des serviteurs,
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avoit saulve les maistres et maistresses" (5; When all of the company heard
the story of the good lady Oisille and the nobleman Symontault, they felt
an inestimable joy worshipping the Creator, who, in contenting himself
with the servants, had saved the masters and mistresses). The final affirmation
of the hand of God in the events of the frame-narrative occurs when all of
the "devisants" are assembled at Nostre-Dame de Serrance:
La joye fut si grande en ceste compaignye miraculeusement
assemblee, que la nuicl: leur semble courte a louer Dieu dedans
l' eglise de /,a grace qu 'if leur avoitfaille. Et, apres que, sur le ma tin,
eurent prins ung peu de repos, allerent oyr la messe et tous
recepvoir le saincl: sacrement de unyon, auquel tous chrestiens
sont uniz en ung, suppliant Celluy qui les avoit assemblez par sa
bonte parfaire le voiage a sa gloire. (6, emphasis mine) 26
Throughout the narrative frame, the mercy and power of God to protect
those that trust in him is affirmed.
In addition, the destination of the "devisants" - a religious haven, as
opposed to the elegant country house to which the "brigata" repairs in the
Decameron - is not without significance. The religious frame of the
Heptameron is further developed in the frame-narratives that surround each
day's storytelling. Whereas Boccaccio's "brigata" awakes to participate in
elegant rituals, dancing, music, and the singing of worldly love songs,
Marguerite's "devisants" awake each morning to hear Oisille expound the
New Testament, an event that is often described in glowing terms. 27 Following Oisille' s lessons on the scriptures, all attend mass. They then retire
for a short time until the day's storytelling begins. Following the storytelling
they do not fail to attend vespers. The religious journey that begins the
Heptameron provides a frame for the entire work, while the daily religious
routine frames each day with religious devotion. It is within this frame that
the novellas of the Heptameron should be interpreted, and indeed are interpreted. Unlike the "brigata" of the Decameron, the "devisants" of the
Heptameron engage in an extended interpretive discussion of each story.
fu I argued above, one of the characteristics of didactic fiction is that
the "correct" interpretation of the fiction and the injunction to the reader
to amend his or her behavior form an integral part of the narrative as a
whole. fu we have seen, Boccaccio's tales do not have an interpretation or
injunction that is integral to the narratives of the Decameron. Marguerite de

V. STANLEY BENFELL

Navarre, on the other hand, readily provides both interpretations of her
stories and injunctions to amend behavior; both are situated clearly within
the interpretive frame. The Heptameron "devisants" play a much more
visible role in the interpretive frame than do those of the Decameron. Their
interpretive debates are extensive, often longer than the tales that precede
them, 28 and constitute an essential part of the work as a whole. These discussions inevitably give rise to certain ethical, interpretive problems that
lead to the next novella; the narrator of the next story normally starts by
stating what the story will demonstrate. In the discussion preceding the
tenth novella, for example, the debate concerning the possibility of female
virtue leads Parlamente to propose her lengthy example (the tenth novella)
in proof of the existence of female virtue. The "devisants" and the audience
as well are led to hear/read the tenth novella in light of the description that
precedes the tale itself. The interpretation of the story as an example of
female virtue is reinforced by Parlamente' s injunction that follows the story.
She not only reinforces the interpretation she gave earlier but also invites
her listeners to be persuaded by the exemplary figure to the point of imitation. This process is constantly repeated throughout the Heptameron.
The narrative process of interpretation within the narrative frame is
not, however, as straightforward as I have portrayed it. The lengthy discussions that frame each story are perhaps better described as debates, which
often make problematic the narrator's interpretation of the events just related; some of the "devisants" will dispute the narrator's interpretation or
refuse to accept the narrator's injunction, as in the tenth novella. Immediately following her injunction to the female "devisants," Parlamente asks
Hircan if he accepts her interpretation of the story: "Yous semble-il pas
que ceste femme ayt este pressee jusques au bout, et qu' elle ayt vertueusement
resiste?" ("Does it seem to you that this woman was pushed to the limit and
that she virtuously resisted?"). Hircan refuses to accept this interpretation:
Non, dist Hircan; car une femme ne peult faire moindre resistance que de crier; mais, si elle eust este en lieu ou on ne l' eust
peu oyr, je ne ss;ay qu' elle eust faicl: [.... ] Et, pour cest exemple
icy, je ne me departiray de la forte opinion que j' ay, que oncques
homme qui aymast parfaicl:ement, ou qui fust ayme d'une dame,
ne failloit d' en avoir bonne yssue, s'il a faicl: la poursuicl:e comme
ii appartient. {83) 29
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Hircan then presents his own interpretation of the story; it is not about
Floride's virtuous triumph but about Amadour's cowardly failure. Had
Amadour truly followed his masculine "debvoir," he would have forced
Floride to do his will at all costs. This counterinterpretation provokes a
debate that is not resolved to the satisfaction of all the "devisants." A similar absence of interpretive resolve is characteristic of many of the debates
that follow the novellas.
Indeed, as I noted at the beginning of this essay, most contemporary
critics argue that this lack of resolve is charcteristic of the entire work, that
indeterminacy is the most prominent feature of the Heptameron. It seems
that Stierle's concept of the case as opposed to the example can be more
effectively applied to Marguerite's novellas than to Boccaccio's. She does
present us with various novellas that pose difficult ethical problems and an
interpretive discussion that does not seem to resolve itself: hence the
argument that her interest is to involve her readers in the interpretive
process, not to persuade them to one particular point of view, indeed to
persuade them that one cannot attain certain knowledge.
That this view is compelling is evidenced by its general critical acceptance. Nevertheless, I feel that it is ultimately inadequate; although it explains
fairly well the differences of opinion among the "devisants," it fails to explain
many elements of the Heptameron. Some critics have tried to argue that
although some of the novellas are ambiguous in meaning, some determinate
meaning emerges through the course of the work. 30 This is my own view.
In addition to the frame-narrative that I have already discussed- the tortuous
journey to the monastery, wherein God's mercy and power are revealed,
and the religious devotions that surround each day's storytelling - several
aspects of the stories themselves add to the determination of ethical meaning.
H. R. Jauss, who has attempted to establish a generic definition of the
novella, notes that the brevity of the individual novella in some ways accounts
f~r its indeterminacy as a single narrative unit. Nevertheless, the single
novella, because of its brevity, demonstrates the need for more novellas:
"The brevity corresponds to temporal tension (running from an arbitrary
beginning to a dissolving end, without a middle); the end of the novella as
a 'solution for this time' implies further novellas." 31 Thus in any one collection, the repetition of certain themes indicates that, although the individual novella may have an indeterminate ethical status, being only a
temporary solution to a problem, this theme, or "solution," is favored over
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others; as "further novellas" confirm through repetition what one novella
poses as a "temporary solution," an ethic characteristic of the novella collection as a whole emerges.
I have already noted the repetition of certain themes within the stories
of the Decameron. Several stories, for example, recount the adventures of a
young man who, through his intelligence, wins the favors of a desired lady.
In many cases, the lover's cleverness allows him to circumvent established
social norms and the bonds of marriage to obtain what he desires. Many
stories of the Heptameron, on the other hand, tell of women who are able to
resist the advances of" clever" men and retain their virtue. 32 There are also
a number of stories that recount the reconciliation of husband and wife. 33
Many of these last stories recount how a marriage is saved by the virtuous
actions or patience of one of the spouses, most often the wife. Several
stories celebrate love, but instead of Boccaccio's emphasis on worldly, carnal love, the Heptameron stories often center on the portrayal of a heavenly,
spiritualized love. 34 Although not every "devisant" agrees on the interpretation of these stories, their prominence throughout the work suggests that
the ideals of spiritual love and faithfulness within marriage are maintained
by the work as a whole. Furthermore, these ethics are reinforced by certain
"devisants" whom the reader learns to look on as authority figures and
privileged interpreters: Oisille and Parlamente. 35
The prologue to the Heptameron tells us that although all the "devisants"
arrived at the monastery by means of a difficult and symbolic journey, at
least one of the men and women who eventually arrive at N ostre-Dame de
Serrence followed a more direct, and perhaps more "faithful," journey than
the rest: "Une dame vefve, de longue experience, nommee Oisille, se delibera
d' oblier toute craincl:e par les mauvais chemins jusques ad ce qu' elle fut
venue a Nostre-Dame de Serrance" (A noble widow of long experience,
named Oisille, decided to forego all fear of the bad roads until she arrived
at Nostre-Dame de Serrance). Oisille does not avoid the dangers of the
trip, as the narrator tells us that the majority of her servants died en route.
Nevertheless, she recognizes the monastery as a spiritual haven and proceeds
there by as direct a route as possible: "aussy qu'elle estoit seure que s'il y
avoit moyen d'eschapper d'un dangier, les moynes le debvoient trouver"
(2; as she was sure that if there was a way to escape a danger, the monks
would surely find it). Doranne Fenoaltea is correct to observe that Oisille's
"total trust in God creates an exemplary situation." 36 Her religious faith is

66

HEPTAMERON

further emphasized when Parlamente asks her to devise some amusement
with which to pass the time while they are stranded in the monastery. Oisille
replies that there is only one "passetemps" truly worthy of pursuit: "car,
aiant cherge le remede toute ma vye, n ' en ay jamais trouve que ung, qui est
la lell:ure des saincl:es lettres en laquelle se trouve la vraie et parfaicl:e joie de
l'esprit, dont procede le repos et la sante du corps" (7; "for, having searched
for a remedy my entire life, I have found only one, which is the study of the
holy scriptures, in which one finds the true and perfect joy of the spirit,
from which comes rest and well-being"). Her knowledge and ethical
understanding is underscored by ·the religious teachings she gives to the
"devisants" each morning. She is the one who interprets the Bible, the
ethical guide to every Christian's life. Marguerite thus presents Oisille as an
authority figure whose interpretations are worthy of belie£
Parlamente is also given privileged treatment in the prologue. She first
asks Oisille to devise some amusement for them, and when they decide to
devise an exercise in addition to the religious study and devotion that Oisille
suggested, it is left to Parlamente to decide what the group should do. Her
husband tells the rest of the "devisants," "je m'en tiens a son oppinion
comme celluy qui n' en a nule autre que la sienne" ("I hold to her opinion
as one who has no opinion but hers"). After his statement, the narrator
informs us: "A quoy toute la compaignie s' accorda" (9; To which all the
company agreed). Withiri the narrative frame, therefore, Parlamente is also
established, though to a lesser degree than Oisille, as an authority figure.
This frame establishes an interpretive reference that can be used when trying
to interpret the stories and the interpretive discussions that follow them.
Thus, in addition to setting a general religious tone for the storytelling, the
frame-narrative has the further rhetorical function of identifying Oisille
and Parlamente, but especially the former, as privileged interpreters, whose
pronouncements concerning the exemplarity of the stories are worthy of
belief.
I have already mentioned the prominence of certain ethical themes in
the Heptameron: faithfulness in marriage and the benefits of"honest" love.
The chief ethical concern of the collection, however, lies elsewhere. Although
this concern is not explicitly articulated until the end of the fifth day, it
becomes the most prominent of the Heptameron. Before Hircan relates the
forty-ninth story, he expresses his doubts that the women in the company
will believe him, since it concerns "une grand dame si infame" ("a noble
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lady so infamous") that her wickedness surpasses even that of the monk of
the previous tale, whom they have universally condemned. Oisille tells him
that if the story is true he should relate it. She then defines the entire storytelling enterprise, which is not disputed and which, as I will discuss shortly,
is reinforced by several stories:
Puis que nous avons jure de dire la verite, dist Oisille, aussy
avons-nous de l' escouter. Par quoy vous povez parler en liberte,
car les maulx que nous disons des hommes et des femmes ne
sont poinl\: pour la honte particulliere de ceulx dont est fail\: le
compte, mais pour oster l' es time de la confiance des creatures,
en monstrant les miseres ou ilz sont subgel\:z, afin que nostre
espoir s' arreste et s' appuye a Celluy seul qui est parfail\: est sans
lequel tout homme n'est que imperfel\:ion. (317)3 7
Oisille admits her own imperfect understanding and that of all humanity.
The unresolved ethical debates are, therefore, from this Christian perspective to be expected. Disagreement and imperfect knowledge and understanding are the characteristics of fallen humanity. If we return to the remarks
ofJauss cited previously, that the novella provides a "solution for this time,"
the necessary indeterminacy, the lack of any final absolute "solution" to
any of the problems posed by the novellas becomes evident. Since the novella recounts human events and specific human problems, the Christian who
is convinced, as was Augustine, that the ultimate solution always and only
resided in God could believe only that temporary solutions could be
found for such temporary, earthly problems. Marguerite, being a Christian
reader of the Decameron, used the indeterminacy inherent in the novella as
a genre to express a very Christian ethic, which is rooted in a very Christian
pessimism. Thus, as Oisille tells us, all figures in all of the stories are exemplary in a negative sense; they virtually all demonstrate their human weakness and thus reveal the necessity of putting total love and trust in God
only. They are exemplary in that they represent humanity in its fallen
condition.
There are, nevertheless, exemplary figures worthy of imitation: those
that pursue the ideal of a total·trust in, and a total love of, God. Floride, the
protagonist of the tenth novella, becomes exemplary; the victim of a cruel
marriage and a vicious love, she retires to a monastery where true love and
a successful marriage are finally possible:
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[Elle] s' en alla randre religieuse au monastere de Jesus, prenant
pour mary et amy Celuy qui l'avoit delivree d'une amour si
vehemente que celle d'Amadour, et d'un ennuy si grand que de
la compagnye d'un tel mary. Ainsy tourna toutes ses affecl:ions a
aymer Dieu si parfaicl:ement, que apres avoir vescu longuement
religieuse, luy rendit son ame en telle joye, que l' espouse ad' aller
veoir son espoux. (83)3 8
The narrator, iv this case Parlamente, interprets the story: Christ alone is
worthy of love and saves us from the woes of earthly love. Nevertheless,
although she exhorts the women of the group to follow the example of
Floride's virtue, she finds some objections to Floride's behavior: "Yous
suppliant, en prenant exemple de lavertu de Floride, diminuer ung peu de
sa cruaulte, et ne croire poincl: tant de bien aux hommes, qu'il ne faille, par
la congnoissance du contraire, a eulx donner cruelle mort et a vous une
triste vie" (83; "I advise you to take Floride's virtue as an example but to
diminish her cruelty somewhat, and never to _believe such good of men, so
that you not, when you discover the contrary, give them a cruel death and
yourself a miserable life"). Floride's mistake was not her close guarding of
her virtue - indeed her virtue is exemplary; she is faulted for believing too
much good about men, for not recognizing their necessarily fallen condition. It was her disillusionment that led her to treat Amadour and herself so
harshly. When she recognizes the imperfection of all men, it kills all love in
her: "Puisque je n' ay trouve au cueur que je ss;avois le plus vertueux du
monde le bien que je desirois, je ne croiray poincl: qu'il soit en nul homme"
(80-81; "since I did not find the good that I desired in the heart I knew to
be the most virtuous in the world, I will not believe that it is in any man").
That religious ethics are taken seriously in the Heptameron is further
underscored by the attitudes expressed by virtually all the "devisahts" toward
the clergy who profane their office and the holy sacraments of the Church.
Boccaccio, on the other hand, has a few stories where the evil of the clergy
is presented as amusing, involving the intelligent manipulation of fools
who put their trust in them. 39 I have already discussed how, in a case involving a clearly blasphemous action (in the first story of the first day),
Boccaccio fails to take an ethical stance through his narrator with regard to
the blasphemous mockery of one of the Christian sacraments. A similarly
blasphemous action is the subject of one of the Heptameron' s stories, but here
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it is condemned in no uncertain terms. In the fifty-sixth novella, Hircan
relates the story of a monk who pretends to be a rich nobleman and marries
a young lady. Hircan condemns the action and concludes that the monk's
wickedness was "!'occasion de faire tant de maux" ("the opportunity to
work so much evil"). Saffredent objects to this interpretation and claims
that no harm was done and that indeed the young girl is better off since she
will be allowed to have two husbands. Oisille is quick to condemn his
views: "Vous avez tousjours les plus faulses opinions, dist Oisille" ("You
always have the falsest opinions"), and her view is echoed by the other
"devisants." Oisille insists that the correct ethical interpretation is known
by all present: "Voyla une mauvaise parolle, dist Oisille, car il n'y a nul icy
qui ne sc;:ache bien le contraire de vostre dire" (351; "Here is evil speech,"
Oisille said, "for everyone here knows that the truth is the opposite of what
you say"). Oisille's assertion that women are more virtuous and trusting
than men is seconded even by Simontault, who gives the story an interpretation that shows the danger of trusting in the virtue of humans, given their
fallen condition: "Et voyla pourquoy, dist Simontault, elles trouvent souvent
des diables, principallement celles qui, ne se confians en la grace de Dieu,
cuydent, par leur hon sens ou celluy d' autruy, povoir trouver en ce monde
quelque felicite qui n'est donnee ny ne peut venir que de Dieu" (352; "And
that is why," Simontault said, "they often find devils, principally those
who, not trusting themselves to the grace of God, believe that, through
their own good sense or that of another, they can find in this world some
happiness which is only given and which can only come from God"). The
story is exemplary in that it demonstrates what is to be avoided, how believing in the virtue of a fallen man can lead to disastrous results. The
Heptameron is vocal and sure in its condemnation of blasphemous actions
and clergy who wickedly manipulate the trusting, simple Christians.
The uncertainties and trials of existence, exemplified in the novellas,
can be in some cases avoided with the Christian pessimism that comes with
the realization of man's fallen condition. And if they cannot be avoided,
they can at least be endured more easily. In the prologue frame-narrative,
Oisille states this principle as it applies to her own life. She tells the other
"devisants" that the contemplation of her faith in Christ gives her an unearthly joy, "Et ce contentement la que je en ay me faicl: tant de bien que
tous les maulx qui le jour me peuvent advenir me semblent estre
benedicl:ions, veu que j' ay en mon cueur par foy Celluy qui les a portez
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pour moy" (7; "And my joy does me so much good that all of the evils able
to afflict me during the day seem to me to be blessings, since I have, through
faith, Him in my heart who has carried these afflictions for me"). Thus, the
Christian pessimism is in one respect, optimistic, for it holds out the prospect
that the time will come, after this life, when all desires will be satisfied in
God. In the nineteenth story, Poline and her lover, who was taken from
her by the marquise, whom she serves, retire to monasteries. She explains
her reasons for her actions to the marquise: "Poline luy feit responce, que,
si elle avoit eu puissance de luy oster ung mary de chair, l'homme du monde
qu' elle avoit le plus ayme, elle s' en debvoit contanter, sans chercher de la
voulloir separer de Celluy qui estoit immortel et invisible, car il n' estoit pas
en sa puissance ni de toutes les creatures du monde" (150; Poline responded
that if she had possessed the power to take a husband of flesh from her, the
man in the world whom she had loved the most, she must content herself
with this, without attempting to separate her from Him who was immortal
and invisible, for this was neither in her power, nor in the power of any
creature on earth). Poline is able to endure the frustration of earthly love by
recognizing the transitory nature of the earth and the hope of finding solace
in God.
This Christian pessimism, the ethic of a total and complete trust in
God with a distrust of all things human, ultimately emerges as the ethic of
the Heptameron . .A5 I have argued previously, virtually every novella can be
interpreted as being exemplary in that it reveals the fallibility of human
understanding and human actions. Nevertheless, the ethic of Christian
pessimism is stated most explicitly in the seventieth novella. When she
introduces the story, Oisille tells the "devisants" that the story will be
concerned with how improper love turns human beings into beasts:
"Yous me faicl:es souvenir d'une dame belle et bien maryee, qui, par faulte
de vivre de ceste honneste amitye, devint plus charnelle que les pourceaulx
et plus cruelle que les lyons" (400; "You remind me of a beautiful and wellmarried lady who, because she did not honor this honest love, became
more carnal than swine and more cruel than lions"). The "beast" that Oisille
mentions no doubt refers to the evil duchess whose immoderate lust results
in the death of a virtuous lady and her lover, the young courtier whom the
duchess desires. Nevertheless, at the end of the story, through what we
should call an internal interpretation, even the more virtuous love of
Madame du Vergier is seen to be too trustful of worldly things and thus
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deficient. Immediately following the Duchess's remarks that reveal her
knowledge about Madame du Vergier's love affair, the distraught Madame
du Vergier finds an empty room and bewails her fate. In a lengthy soliloquy,
which is overheard and then reported by a servant, Madame du Vergier
interprets her own story. She sees herself as a woman who foolishly put her
complete trust in a man when she should have loved God above all else:
Helas! ma pauvre ame, qui, par trop avoir adore la creature,
avez oblie le Createur, il faut retourner entre les mains de Celluy
duquel l' amour vaine vous avoit ravie. Prenez confiance, mon
ame, de le trouver meilleur pere que n' avez trouve amy celluy
pour lequel l'avez souvent oblye. 0 mon Dieu, mon createur,
qui estes le vray et parfaicl: amour, [ ... ] je suplye vostre misericorde de recepvoir l' ame et l' esperit de celle qui se repent avoir
failly avostre premier et tres juste commandement. (414) 40
Madame du Vergier' s internal interpretation of her own story reinforces
the general ethical view of the Heptameron. When her lover discovers that
she has died for grief on learning of his unfaithfulness, he too interprets his
own actions: he has been fickle, changing, and unworthy. In his lament he
recognizes that his fallen condition is a result of his humanity: "O mon
Dieu! pourquoy me creastes-vous homme, aiant l' amour si legiere et cueur
tant ignorant? Pourquoy ne me creastes-vous le petit chien qui a fidellement
servy sa maistresse?" (416; "O my God! Why did you create me a man, with
such light loves and such an ignorant heart? Why did you not make me her
small dog, who faithfully served his mistress?") Oisille ends the story with
an injunction to her listeners: "11 me semble que vous debvez tirer exemple
de cecy, pour vous garder de mecl:re vostre affecl:ion aux hommes, car,
quelque honneste ou vertueuse qu'elle soyt, elle a tousjours ala fin quelque
mauvays desboire" (418; "It seems to me that you should take this as an
example and not place your affection in men, for, however honest or virtuous the affection is, it always leads to an unhappy end"). The ethic that
Oisille here states explicitly is the ethic of the Heptameron.
Since Marguerite left the Heptameron unfinished, it is difficult to judge
the work as a whole. Nevertheless, as A. J. Krailsheimer has argued, the
religious ethic of the Heptameron becomes clearer as the work progresses. 41
It therefore seems likely that the stories would have become even more
explicit in their support of an ethic that is characterized by a Christian
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pessimism and an absolute trust in God. Faced with the indeterminacy
inherent in the novella, Marguerite created a frame-narrative that emphasized the mercy of God and the depravity of man. The uncertainty and the
ambiguity of the individual novella could thus be used for ethical ends - to
demonstrate the lack of human understanding, the · foolishness of those
who seek love and truth only within the transitory, fallen world of human
existence. Jauss observes that the "novella does not inquire into the meaning of history. " 42 Marguerite, however, accepts that restriction only for each
individual novella; she uses the novella collection as a whole to suggest that
history, seen through its numerous, small, societal events, is a record of
man's fallen condition.
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analysis, ideologically and religiously, Marguerite de Navarre finds herself in a noexit situation; every new avenue she explores or would like to explore turns out to
be a dead end. No wonder then that disquietude best sums up her frame of mind,
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